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and influence of Norman Porteous was a significant factor. He was well 
versed	in	the	areas	of	scholarship	that	interested	me	most,	both	at	the	
time	and	subsequently.
I	was	 also	 fortunate	 to	 have	 been	 accepted	 as	 a	 part-time	 student	
at Sheffield University to study for a PhD in the recently opened 
department	of	Biblical	Studies,	initially	with	F.	F.	Bruce	as	Supervisor.	
However,	life	as	a	Baptist	minister	and	the	lack	of	any	nearby	well-
stocked	 library,	had,	up	 to	 that	point,	made	progress	 rather	slow.	It	
was now time to catch up and make good the deficit. Norman Porteous 
proved	a	valuable	resource	in	making	that	progress	possible.	The	times	
were,	of	course,	changing	for	me	–	Cambridge	graduate,	Baptist,	and	
















specialist,	 as	 so	many	Old	Testament	 scholars	 at	 that	 period.	New	






Its	 chief	 supporters,	 academic,	 ecclesiastical,	 and	 the	University	























The only peer in the field was Norman’s friend Aubrey Johnson, H. 
H.	Rowley’s	son-in-law.	However,	seen	in	retrospect,	the	differences	
between	 these	 two	men	were	 too	 great	 for	 this	 to	 have	 any	 real	
significance. Johnson’s work, in line with much of that undertaken 
at	that	time,	was	quite	heavily	directed	towards	showing	that	the	Old	
Testament	was	 the	 product	 of	 the	 ancient	Near-Eastern	world.	He	
stressed	 the	 conviction	 that	 ‘Hebrew	 thinking’	was	 unlike	modern	
thought processes and did not fit into a modern Western frame of 
thought.	This	was	 a	 legacy	 of	 the	 psychological-anthropological	
theories	of	the	1920s	and	tended	to	emphasise	the	gap	that	separated	
the	modern	reader	from	the	Old	Testament.	Contrastingly,	the	Porteous	
concern	with	Old	Testament	 theology	 emphasised	 the	 central	 role	
played	 by	 the	Old	Testament	 in	Christian	 theology	 and	 belief	 in	
the	biblical	revelation	of	God.	This	was	no	doubt	a	consequence	of	
Scotland’s	academic	inheritance	in	the	Westminster	Confession.
Norman was, in any case, an unquestioned master in the fields of 
classical	and	Semitic	languages	and	he	was	fully	aware	that	theology	
had	its	own	history,	methods	and	academic	credentials.	The	discipline	















out	 certain	 parameters	 for	 the	 discipline.	They	 staked	 a	 claim	 and	
showed	that	something	substantial	was	in	preparation.
Back	in	1960	Norman	Porteous	was	the	only	British	scholar	who	knew	
at first hand the German scholars in the field and their writings. These 
especially	included	Ernst	Sellin	(his	own	teacher),	Walther	Eichrodt	
and Artur Weiser. When I attended my first International Old Testament 
Congress	in	Geneva	in	1965,	it	was	a	great	pleasure	to	spend	time	in	his	
company	when	he	recalled	their	work	and	introduced	me	to	a	number	
of them. He seemed to know them all at first hand and had observed 





person to fill the vacant post in St Andrews University, had called him 
back	to	the	task	of	teaching	Old	Testament.
The	awareness	in	Great	Britain	was	very	much	alive	that	the	nation	














authority in the field, after the death of H. Wheeler Robinson, was firmly 
established	and	he	appeared	mentally	to	have	a	provisional	shape	and	
framework	for	such	a	task	already	in	mind.	He	reviewed	all	the	major	
books on the subject and was able to write confidently and freely. 
So	far	as	Great	Britain	was	concerned,	the	name	that	he	particularly	
looked up to as his immediate forerunner in the field was that of H. 
Wheeler	Robinson,	whose	volume	Inspiration and Revelation	he	saw	
as	an	important	prologue	to	the	subject.
Yet this promising situation had changed significantly by the time I 
left	in	1967.	New	demands	on	his	time	from	many	quarters	and	new	
responsibilities	 in	 the	College	culminating	 in	his	acceptance	of	 the	
Principalship brought about significant revision of plans. For him the 
time	spent	with	the	translation	panel	of	the	NEB	was	away	from	his	
primary interest. The first major writing he undertook after my arrival 
in	1960	was	the	short	commentary	on	the	book	of	Daniel	for	the	series	
Das Alte Testament Deutsch.	This	proved	 to	be	 the	 last	 substantial	
writing	 task	 that	he	completed,	and	no	doubt	more	 than	one	 factor	
contributed	to	this.
In	the	forefront	of	this	need	for	reconsideration	and	delay	was	the	work	
of Gerhard von Rad. No other author in the field, seemed to him to pose 
as great a demand for further reflection. He himself makes reference 
to	this	fact	in	the	brief	account	of	his	own	intellectual	development.53	












After	 its	 publication	Norman	 seemed	 resigned	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 the	
subject	was	now	going	to	demand	more	work	than	he	could	engage	
in	 immediately.	 It	 introduced	 some	exciting	 fresh	perspectives,	but	
it	also	seemed	to	throw	the	subject	into	a	measure	of	disarray.	As	a	
novice	 in	 the	subject,	bowled	over	with	enthusiasm	for	 the	work,	 I	
was	rather	taken	aback	by	his	caution	regarding	it.	He	continued	to	
express	deep	admiration,	but	always	tempered	with	words	of	caution.	
When discussing the subject he consistently affirmed his high regard 
for	the	more	systematic	approach	of	Walther	Eichrodt	-	rather	to	my	






in	 leading	 to	Norman’s	 putting	off,	 at	 least	 for	 the	 time	being,	 the	
publication	of	his	Stone	lectures,	given	in	Princeton	in	1953,	and	the	
larger	project	of	writing	 an	Old	Testament	 theology.	 In	1960,	both	
tasks	had	seemed	to	me	to	be	not	too	far	off.	Yet	this	postponement	




In	 1970	Brevard	Childs	 published	 his	 book	Biblical Theology in 
Crisis,	arguing	that	the	whole	subject	of	biblical	theology	had	fallen	
into serious difficulties and calling for a radical revision about its 
credentials.	The	review	of	this	volume	which	Norman	wrote	for	the	
1971	Book List concludes with a remark which reflects very well the 
gentleness	 and	 caution	with	which	 he	 expressed	 his	 criticism,	 but	
which,	nonetheless	is	all	the	more	telling	for	its	presence:	‘There	is	
just a suggestion of artificiality in the treatment.’56	Such	a	comment	
reflected what I believe Norman felt more extensively, not only about 
this	particular	book,	but	about	what,	by	 that	 time,	were	 the	several	
widely published attempts which had appeared. It was not difficult to 









the rather forced attempts to overcome the difficulties that are inherent 
to it. There could be no quick fixes. Biblical interpretation must 
remain	grounded	in	an	ongoing	experience	of	life	lived	as	a	spiritual	
pilgrimage.	What	initially	appeared	to	me	to	be	the	rather	disconcerting	
title	 of	 his	 volume	of	 collected	 essays	was	 nonetheless	 a	 tellingly	
meaningful	one:	Living the Mystery.	Only	by	engaging	in	the	actuality	
of	a	spiritual	quest	can	theology	have	any	true	meaning.	Theology	that	
is simply an artificially constructed ‘system’ is unlikely to withstand 
the	hard	knocks	that	faith	will	inevitably	encounter.
Along	with	a	mere	handful	of	 theological	 students	 from	England	 I	
had	had	the	opportunity	to	hear	in	1953	Norman	repeat	in	Spurgeon’s	
College	 in	 London	 the	 Stone	 Lectures	 bearing	 the	 title	History, 
Community and Revelation.	They	made	a	strong	impression	on	me	at	the	
time	since	they	bridged	the	important	borderland	between	theology	and	
the linguistic, literary and historical fields of research which otherwise 
dominated	Old	Testament	publications.	They	probably	had	a	lot	to	do	
with	my	own	development	of	a	special	interest	in	the	subject	of	Old	
Testament theology. I was genuinely disappointed in 1960 to find that 
they	were	not	shortly	to	appear	in	print	since	they	raised	big	questions	
about	the	place	of	the	Old	Testament	in	the	theological	curriculum.	
After five years of quite intense Hebrew study I had several unanswered 
questions and Norman Porteous was the first world-class scholar I had 
had	heard	who	had	recognised	these	issues	as	major	ones.
I	should	like	to	single	out	one	particular	feature	of	those	lectures	which	






when	 faced	with	 the	question:	 ‘What	 is	 the	 link	between	historical	
events	 and	 the	 scriptural	 interpretation	 of	 those	 events	 as	 divine	
revelation?’,	the	answer	that	is	presented	is:	‘community’.	In	particular	
Norman	pointed	 to	 the	unnamed,	unremembered,	men	and	women,	
often poor and downtrodden, who had kept the faith in difficult times. 
The	role	of	the	individual	prophet	as	the	unique	bearer	of	inspiration	
had	been	a	prominent	 feature	of	Wheeler	Robinson’s	book.57	From	




























was	 involved	 in	 the	 appointment	 of	 Peter	Ackroyd	 to	 the	Samuel	
Davidson	Chair	in	London	University.	I	had	known	Peter	slightly	as	a	
lecturer	in	Cambridge	and	Norman	asked	me	about	him.	I	was	intrigued	
a little while later to find that Peter’s inaugural lecture in London bore 






first spoken the words, were a great many men and women who had 
not	only	been	the	bearers	of	those	words,	but	whose	lives	had	been	
shaped	by	them.	Tradition	cannot	remain	an	abstraction	if	it	is	to	be	
an	 effective	 instrument	 for	 the	 shaping	 of	 human	 life.	 Peter,	who	
went	on	to	a	distinguished	career	of	publications	and	essay-writing,	
returned	to	the	theme	more	than	once.	Bearing	in	mind	how	heavily,	
in	 the	 scholarship	 of	 the	 period,	 the	 term	 ‘tradition’	was	 cropping	




















remains an artificial construction. It, like the Godhead, requires to be 
‘clothed in flesh’ in order to be understood.
